S
omeone once told Nikita Kanani that her CV looked like crazy paving. A GP by training, she certainly does not have a defined career route. As an "averagely bright Asian girl" medicine beckoned, but her parents tried to put her off. She was undeterred by their warnings about workload and stress and, after qualifying, was all set to pursue a career in surgery.
But her medical placement at Dartford and Gravesham NHS Trust set her on a different path. At the time it was a "real community hospital," Kanani says, where a young doctor could make an impact. Here, she got her first taste of management when Susan Acott, then deputy chief executive of the trust, employed her as a service modernisation lead for a year.
Kanani says, "It was a very unusual thing for someone to do. She saw the value of trying to approach things a bit differently. It gave me such a great footing."
Kanani introduced rapid assessment teams into the trust in a bid to improve patient flow through the hospital and set up a hospital at home team.
This gave her a taste for working in the community, so GP training was the obvious choice. She had her two children during her training, and took on other roles, including working with Bexley primary care trust and becoming a medical adviser to NHS Direct. This was initially a strategic role but as the advice line made the transition to NHS 111 she became involved in helping regional teams implement the change.
She also worked as a national quality lead for the Faculty of Medical Leadership and
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Management, setting up a peer mentoring scheme for clinicians at board level.
As well as doing a few sessions a week in practice, she is now chief clinical officer of Bexley Clinical Commissioning Group, a position she describes as a huge leap.
One of her big ideas as a manager is to promote the idea of flexible working, moving away from the notion that staff have to be seen to be at their desks all day.
"I have 71 members of staff who used to feel that flexible working was a problem. My team know that on some days I disappear between 3.30 pm and 6 or 7 pm to get the kids home and to bed but then I'll be back. I work in a different pattern," she says.
Between herself and her husband-a GP partner in a large south London practicethey manage school pick ups and drop offs, but she is keen to dispel the notion that she is any kind of superwoman. "It's important to talk about working and having kids, and having to rely on other people and not being perfect," she says.
While she may not consider herself a leader, her achievements were recognised this year when she was awarded an MBE. Kanani also tries to be a role model, especially as an Asian woman and the mother of a daughter. As for the future, she is unsure where her crazy paving path will lead.
"There is that slight insecurity about what's next. As we move to sustainability and transformation plans my current role may not exist. I don't know what the future looks like but I don't mind that," she says. "Nikita is an incredible GP leader, with a phenomenal list of achievements. But that's not why I nominated her. It's because she epitomises the responsibility we have to 'pay it forward.' She's constantly looking over her shoulder at young clinicians coming through the ranks and is really generous with her time to support them. I also admire the way she's transparent about juggling her job with life outside work, and the challenges that come with that."
Nishma Manek is a GP trainee and national medical director's fellow
Adrian James is consultant forensic psychiatrist at Devon Partnership Trust and registrar of the Royal College of Psychiatrists. For five years he chaired the college committee charged with parliamentary liaison, lobbying ministers and attending party conferences-an "initially horrifying" experience that he grew to like. It also gave him plenty of chances to say hello to his wife, Sarah Wollaston, a GP who is the MP for Totnes. Despite seeing real progress he believes that achieving true parity of esteem for mental health requires action to match the words.
What was your earliest ambition?
To be a coach driver.
What was your best career move?
Going straight into psychiatric training-the most interesting and rewarding medical specialty with the very best future.
What was the worst mistake in your career? Not following through on my amateurish early work on outcome focused care.
How is your work-life balance?
Fine, actually: lots of both makes for a happy bunny.
How do you keep fit and healthy?
I cycle 6000 to 8000 km a year, road and mountain biking to and from work in Devon, and on my Brompton bike in London. This summer I'm doing a 104 mile stage of the Tour de France and recently completed the Tour of Yorkshire Sportive.
What single change would you like to see made to the NHS?
Parity of funding. Mental illness accounts for 23% of the disease burden but attracts only 13% of the funding.
Do doctors get paid enough?
Yes.
To whom would you most like to apologise?
The two thirds of people with mental illness who can't access evidence based treatments because of a lack of resources.
Which living doctor do you most admire, and why? My wife, Sarah Wollaston, who is MP for Totnes. She took the bold plunge from GP to MP, being a determined campaigner not afraid to take on big issues and challenge orthodoxy. A wonderful, lifelong best friend and companion.
What unheralded change has made the most difference in your field? Reducing the stigma of mental illness. Everyone now seems to be on board: the public, press, politicians, and royalty. Unstoppable.
What new technology or development are you most looking forward to?
Simple, evidence based outcome measures that make sense to patients and staff.
What book should every doctor read? I have a sneaky liking for It's Not about the Bike by Lance Armstrong. A great story, told at pace, which has now turned out to be somewhat ironic.
What is your guiltiest pleasure?
A tub of Häagen-Dazs ice cream, with clotted cream and double cream on top.
Where or when were you happiest? Now. I've never been happier personally or professionally, particularly at family get-togethers with much eating, drinking, and chat.
What personal ambition do you still have?
To be still able to cycle 100 miles when I'm 70.
If you weren't in your present position what would you be doing instead?
Fighting for a position on Team Sky at the Tour de France.
